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AL -GHAZZAITS. EPISTLE OF THE BIRDS 

A TRANSLATION OF THE RISALAT AL-TAYR 

Students of al-Ghazzali are constantly confronted by his 
use of previous material with or without acknowledging its 
source. Ehe pages of his major work, the Ihya ‘Ulum al- 
Dui. for example, echo with the words of the Qut al-Qulub 1 
<>t ahu-Talib al-Makki. 2 Furthermore, its physical divisions 
lollow previous patterns of literary composition. Desiring to 
insure for bis ideas the widest circulation possible, he 
modelled bis work, only in form, after the most popular 
books of the day. These dealt with jurisprudence, and were 
alwavs divided into four parts, one for each of the com- 
ponent parts of the discipline, namely the Koran, the usage 
of the Prophet (al-sunnuh), catholic consent (al-ijmd"), and 
analogy (al-qiyds). He was not the first Moslem writer to em- 
plov this device. He himself alludes 3 to the Taqwim al- 
Ahdan (Tables of Physiology) of ibn-Jazlah 4 (d. A. H. 
.}<»*{/ A. I). noo), which, like the earlier Taqwim al-Sihhah 
(Tables of Health) of ibn-Butlan 3 (d. A. H. 455/A. D. 

1 ()<>•( ). was a medical work modelled, for the purpose of gain- 
ing a wider audience, after the then very popular astro- 
nomical tables. A man with a mission, he felt impelled to 
use all available material and methods to drive home his 
point. What is true of his major work is true of his lesser 
works and pamphlets. T his is particularly so in the case of 
the present tract, the Risdlat al-Tayr* For a model he must 
have had before him a pamphlet by the same title 7 written 
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by ibn-Slna (d. A.D. 1037), whom al-Ghazzali considered 
an unbeliever. 8 Throughout his career, al-Ghazzali sought 
to refute the philosophy of ibn-Slna and to discredit his 
school. He, therefore, addressed himself to the same prob- 
lem, and used the same literary technique, only to set forth 
another solution. Both tracts treat of the salvation of man. 
But while ibn-Slna develops the theme that man works out 
his own salvation by his own hands and efforts, al-Ghazzali 
contends that salvation is by faith. In fact he believes in 
election. The trials and tribulations which visit man in this 
i life prepare him for the life to come. But whether he is 
saved or not depends upon the will of God, the sovereign 
ruler of the universe. In the case of ibn-Slna, he must have 
had in mind the parable of al-Hamamah al-Mu(awwaqah 
from the Kalilah wa-Dimnah. The stories are developed 
along parallel lines. But while the intent of the Pidpai fable 
is ethical and moral, that of ibn-Slna's is philosophical. Al- 
Ghazzali elevates it to the religious and spiritual. He had 
tried ethics and philosophy, but found them wanting. They 
j had their place and utility, but had failed to supply man 
with a unifying principle for life, or illumine his path to 
salvation. Religion on the other hand transforms life from 
one disunited, useless, and unhappy to one which is united, 
useful, and happy. It is “the light which illuminates the 
threshold of all knowledge”. 9 

# # * # 

» 

THE EPISTLE OF THE BIRDS 

j Once upon a time the different species of birds gathered 

! together in order to select a king to rule over them. They 

agreed that the phoenix was the bird best fitted for that pur- 
pose. They had heard that the phoenix lived in the west on 
a certain island. They, therefore, decided to proceed hence, 
to stand in its court and have the pleasure of placing them- 
selves at its service. 
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Cionit' In us go to Layla s house, 

And gain admission and announce: 

Our purpose is to see her there, 

And our homage and love declare. 

I .hereupon their latent yearnings surged in their hearts, 
and inspired them to wax poetic and say: 

In "hat part of the world can we ever meet, 

If. like a king, access to thee is barred? 

As they were about to start, they heard a voice from be- 
\ond the clouds say, “ Throw not yourself with your own 
hands into ruin: 1 " rather, stay where you are and leave not 
vour plac e; for if you depart from your native land you will 
double your anxiety and add to your sorrows. Beware, there- 
fore. of exposing yourselves to danger and of playing with 
fire.'' 

Safric Imm Su’da’s choking dutches, 

And freedom from her neighbour’s grip, 

Depend on shunning their lure and bait, 

And keeping far from their hearth and home. 

But when they heard this warning from the unseen 
world of might, their longing increased, and they became 
restless, perplexed, and sleepless. 

If all the doctors should prescribe, 
for your love-lorn and aching heart, 

Anything but Layla’s soothing words, 

I heir effort is worthless from the start. 

Tor it is a fac t that: 

Nought shall satisfy his loving heart, 

Or soothe its aches and flaming anguish. 

Except that he and his only love 

Shall lice and love 'neath one single roof. 

I heir hearts swelled with grief and anguish, and their 
heads were filled with folly and madness. The joys and 
ecstasies of expectation drowned all thoughts of hesitation 
and doubt, and they embarked upon their hazardous jour- 
ney. without counting the cost. Indeed they were warned 
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, that before them lay extensive wastes, high mountains, and 
deep treacherous seas, frigid regions and torrid zones— in- 
surmountable obstacles which lead to destruction and 
death. They were urged to be content with what they had, 
lest they be driven to ruin by greed. But all was in vain: 
they would not listen or heed the warning. Instead they set 
out on their journey saying: 

Whenever a person is lorn and lonesome. 

And his need is great, the help is scant. 

Then each and every one of them mounted ambition, 
bridled with longing and saddled with love, and pushed on 
saying: 

O’er creg and vale, by day and night, 

My mount and I press on and on; 

The thought of union with my love, 

Sustains my will to fight and win; 

To stand before her radiant face, 

And with my arms her neck embrace. 

I hey deviated from the paths of freedom, and were drawn 
into the lanes of necessity and compulsion. Those who 
hailed from the torrid zone died of cold in the frigid region, 
and those who came from the frigid region perished of heat 
in the torrid zone. They were struck by thunderbolts and 
lashed by storms. Only a few escaped and reached the island 
of the king safely. 

They then sought audience with the king; but when 
audience was denied them, they begged that someone tell 
the king of their presence on the island. Upon hearing of 
their presence the king ordered one of the royal attendants 
to inquire of them concerning the nature of their mission. 
When they informed him that they came in order to invite 
the king to rule over them and be their sovereign lord, they 
were told, “In vain have you troubled yourselves, for 
whether you like it or not, whether you come or go, we are 
your king and sovereign lord, and we have no need for 
you.’’ When they saw that they were not wanted, they felt 
embarrassed and ashamed, and became discouraged and 
downcast. A feeling of bewilderment encompassed them, 
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traversed extensive wastes, and in whose company we 
; tossed vnUeys deep anti wide? Has their blood beef shed in 
• n or would it be compensated by mulct or bloodwit? 
Not in the least , was the reply, since "if s |,all 
tts home and Hy to God and His Apostle, and death orer- 
take Inm-hts reward from God is sure.- They were 
osen by the hand of fate after they have been ,, roved and 
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to him who follows the road of neglect and forgetfulness 
shall be declared, "And whoso shall turn away from the re- 
membrance of God, we shall appoint a devil for him, and 
he shall be his companion .’’ 22 Every single person is a fol- 
ower of one or the other of these two categories. On the 
day of resurrection each will have one or the other of the 
two marks: the criminals will be known by their mark, and 
i it* righteous by theirs. "Their marks are on their faces, be- 
cause of the effect of prostration .” 23 

May God, by His good favour, save you, and guide your 
footsteps into the way of truth. 

Nabih Amin Faris. 

Princeton , N. J. 


The Westernization of Arabia 

In a paper on the possibility of union among the Arab States 
(American Historical Reviexu, July, 1943) Professor Philip Hitti 
>«»m ts to the contrast between the Arabs of the Fertile Crescent 
. cl those in Arabia proper. From Syria to Iraq there is a strontr 
westernization movement. But he goes on to say: S 

t r ast n to h the r AMh t Arabian 9 unilateral stands in marked con- 
. . e Arab crescent, especially to its western horn Svria-Pales- 

'"*[ a , n( . l .. L . eba, ' on - The emergence of the ultraconservative puri- 
anical Wahhabis under ibn-aI-Sa‘ud as the leading community in 
c peninsula after the first World War represents die extremity of 
c pendulum swing m that direction in Islam. The swing toward 
d.c o her extreme of Westernization and secularizations Tore- 
sen ed by the Kemalist Turks. The Turks and the Wahhabis ren- 
esen opposite extremes in modern Islamic movements. If the pose- 
ur Turks proved to be the “protestants of Islam,” the Wahhabis 
proved to be the greatest conformists-the sporadic and superficial 
attempt at modernization by ibn-al-Sa'ud notwithstanding ‘ 

Equally immune to European secular ideas are the Zavdis of 
a 1 Taman, whose Imam, Yahya, is even more provincial than hb 
mal to die north. Rivalry between these two, the strongest potentates 
! r Pn>per ,’ dcc P sca,cd hostility between the Ikhwan follow- 

1 ie OI . le and Zaydis of the other, together with the low level 
of culture throughout and the narrow horizon and particularism of 
H'foil ,fe. preclude the possibility of any immXte “i? 

lT,e rS „ a f E‘” !°T ar<l a , 4™" of PamArabhm. 

me rest of Arabia, including the Trucial Coast on the Persian 

Rr! i’h has n Cen for decades weaned from the motherland and under 
British influence, oriented India-ward. 
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